“Ripples of the Resurrection”

Matthew 27:52-53

On this Easter evening, I would like to focus our attention on an event of that first Easter weekend that receives very little attention…maybe because scholars and preachers aren’t quite sure what to make of it. This occurs in Matthew 27:52-53, just as Jesus died:

The tombs broke open and the bodies of many holy people who had died were raised to life. They came out of the tombs, and after Jesus’ resurrection they went into the holy city and appeared to many people.

Of all the Gospel writers, only Matthew mentions this event. Some have cited this as a reason to question Matthew’s credibility, suggesting that if such an event occurred, it would have certainly been noteworthy enough to catch the attention of all Jerusalem, and probably ancient historians. Yet, as John MacArthur points out, “ It seems to have been a remarkably quiet miracle, despite its spectacular nature.”

There is some question as to the sequence of events. The King James Version suggests that they did not come out of the graves until after His resurrection; the New American Standard Bible agrees with this. It is difficult to believe that they were given life on Friday afternoon and yet remained in their tombs until Sunday. Yet the New International Version suggests that these saints were resurrected immediately and came out of their tombs, but that they did not visit in Jerusalem until after Jesus had been raised from the dead.
 MacArthur agrees with this view, citing the niv rendering.

William Nicholson, though, in his classic work The Six Miracles of Calvary, agrees with the first view, that while the graves were opened at the instant of Christ’s death, yet the bodies in them did not arise till after His own resurrection—on the third morning afterwards.
 Don Carson adds, “Matthew does not intend his readers to think that these ‘holy people’ were resurrected when Jesus died and then waited in their tombs till Easter Sunday before showing themselves.”
 Another reputable resource adds, 

It is far more natural…and consonant with other Scriptures, to understand that only the graves were opened, probably by the earthquake, at our Lord’s death, and this only in preparation for the subsequent exit of those who slept in them, when the Spirit of life should enter into them from their risen Lord, and along with Him they should come forth, trophies of His victory over the grave.

I lean more toward this second view, that the opening of the graves occurred on Good Friday as a result of the earthquake, while the miracle of the dead being raised did not occur until Easter Sunday morning, concurrent with Jesus’ own return to life. That is why I call this sermon, “Ripples of the Resurrection.” Three truths emerge from this text.

This Raising was Supernatural

First I want to point out that this raising was supernatural. The fact that the tombs were opened by an earthquake is not surprising; in fact, it would seem unavoidable under the circumstances. Rock tombs were not like graves where bodies would be buried under mounds of earth. Normally these rock tombs were above the surface—like caves—and when the earth shook, many would burst open in a large earthquake.
 

It would make sense that most, if not all of them, were situated at and about Calvary. Certainly the tomb of Joseph in which Jesus was laid was nearby, perhaps in a cemetery. The earthquake would be likely to be most violent at the point of its origin, thus opening many tombs.

That was not the miracle, though; any strong earthquake could break open tombs. The supernatural result was that “many holy people who had died were raised to life.”
 There is simply no naturalistic explanation for this; only God can give life to the dead.

Despite the attempts of critics who try to explain away this miracle as figurative or fictional, the Bible records this as an actual event. That the raised “appeared to many people” indicates that Matthew’s intention in this report was historical, for the detail is irrelevant if his intention was merely symbolic.

One question arises: What kind of resurrections were these? Were these raised in the sense that Lazarus, Jairus’ daughter, and the widow of Nain’s son were, their mortal bodies revived, only to die again later? Or were they truly resurrected, given glorified bodies that would live forever, never to die again?

MacArthur argues that these risen saints most likely came forth from the dead in glorified bodies already fit for heaven. They “appeared to many people.” Again, how many is not specified, but evidently there were enough eyewitnesses to verify the miracle. When Matthew wrote his Gospel, some of the eyewitnesses would have still been alive. Matthew doesn’t say what became of the risen saints, but they undoubtedly ascended to glory not long after Jesus’ resurrection.
 Nicholson, on the other hand, holds that these resurrections were only the natural bodies revived and not their final resurrection.
 The answer to this cannot be ascertained by the original language, for the same Greek word translated “raised to life” is used to describe Jesus’ resurrection, the raising of Jairus’ daughter, and even rising up from the ground or awakening from sleep.
 I side with Nicholson again on this matter, believing that Christ was the first and only resurrection until that time when our Lord returns in the clouds and the dead and Christ will be raised incorruptible in what John calls in Revelation 20:5, “the first resurrection.”

At any rate, clearly Matthew wants his readers to see that the death of Jesus was a cataclysmic event. He is writing about no petty event, but something that destroyed the screening off of the presence of God in the temple, that shook the physical earth to its foundations, and that had profound effects even in the realms of the dead.

This Raising was Symbolic 

Secondly, the raising was symbolic. I do not mean that the raising of the dead was anything less than literal and real, but rather that the event holds significance beyond the act itself. This raising was symbolic of Christ’s conquering death through His redemptive work on the cross.

The resurrections prove that He defeated death.
 He was victorious over sin (as seen in the torn veil of the temple) and over death (as seen in the opened graves).
 As John Phillips puts it, “Satan’s works were destroyed at Calvary, and his power was destroyed in the cemetery.”

Yet the appearance of the other saints proved that Christ had conquered death, not merely for Himself, but for all the saints. One day “all who are in the graves will hear His voice and come forth” (John 5:28–29, emphasis added). This miraculous event prefigured that final great resurrection.
 His resurrection guarantees our resurrection.

Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 15:20-27,

But Christ has indeed been raised from the dead, the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep. For since death came through a man, the resurrection of the dead comes also through a man. For as in Adam all die, so in Christ all will be made alive. But each in his own turn: Christ, the firstfruits; then, when he comes, those who belong to him. Then the end will come, when he hands over the kingdom to God the Father after he has destroyed all dominion, authority and power. For he must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet. The last enemy to be destroyed is death.

Christ’s death opened the graves. That is to say, His death destroyed the power of death. The power of death is sin. Death entered into the world by sin and is the penalty of sin. Therefore, the dying of Jesus Christ, who had no sin of His own, was His bearing for His people the penalty of sin. Nicholson writes,

At the instant of Christ’s death the graves were opened. Remember that. At the instant of His death all our sins were completely answered for. The graves were not merely partly opened; the obstacles not merely partly done away.

This Raising was Selective

Finally, this raising was selective. Although “many holy people who had died were raised to life,” not all were. These were select representatives of the multitude of saints buried in and around Jerusalem. The number raised is not specified, but the term “many” in this case could refer to as few as a dozen—or even fewer.

What do we know about those who were raised? They are described as “holy people” or “saints,” depending upon the English translation. While we have no way of knowing who they were specifically, these would have been Old Testament saints, those who placed their faith in the promise of the coming Messiah.
 These were God’s children, Christ’s people.

The victory of Easter holds special meaning to those who belong to Christ. Now, in one sense, Jesus’ resurrection on Easter was a blow to death for all mankind. He said Himself in John 5:28-29, 

“Do not be amazed at this, for a time is coming when all who are in their graves will hear his voice and come out—those who have done good will rise to live, and those who have done evil will rise to be condemned.”

All people will rise from the dead. This is echoed in Daniel 12:2, considered the first Old Testament promise of resurrection: “Multitudes who sleep in the dust of the earth will awake: some to everlasting life, others to shame and everlasting contempt.” Everybody will one day be called from the graves and will live forever. As Chuck Swindoll puts it, “You will live forever…somewhere. We all face a life after death. The question is not, ‘Will I live forever?’ but, ‘Where will I live forever?’”
 

Yet in another sense only believers will experience eternal life. John writes of them in Revelation 20:4-6,

They came to life and reigned with Christ a thousand years. (The rest of the dead did not come to life until the thousand years were ended.) This is the first resurrection. Blessed and holy are those who have part in the first resurrection. The second death has no power over them, but they will be priests of God and of Christ and will reign with him for a thousand years. 

What of the unbelieving dead? Revelation 20:11-15 informs us,

Then I saw a great white throne and him who was seated on it. Earth and sky fled from his presence, and there was no place for them. And I saw the dead, great and small, standing before the throne, and books were opened. Another book was opened, which is the book of life. The dead were judged according to what they had done as recorded in the books. The sea gave up the dead that were in it, and death and Hades gave up the dead that were in them, and each person was judged according to what he had done. Then death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. The lake of fire is the second death. If anyone's name was not found written in the book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire. 

Their eternal destiny is described as “the second death.” Yes, they will be alive and aware of their surroundings. But it is not considered eternal life; rather it is really eternal death. We tend to think of death as an ending or cessation of existence; the Bible teaches that death is separation, essentially separation from God. We need to be careful to distinguish between the eternal life believers have in Christ with the eternal existence unbelievers will suffer in Hell.

But for us who trust in Christ, His resurrection on Easter Sunday foreshadows our resurrection someday. Returning to Paul’s writing in 1 Corinthians 15, we read in verses 50-57,

I declare to you, brothers, that flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God, nor does the perishable inherit the imperishable. Listen, I tell you a mystery: We will not all sleep, but we will all be changed—in a flash, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, the dead will be raised imperishable, and we will be changed. For the perishable must clothe itself with the imperishable, and the mortal with immortality. When the perishable has been clothed with the imperishable, and the mortal with immortality, then the saying that is written will come true: “Death has been swallowed up in victory.”  

“Where, O death, is your victory?

Where, O death, is your sting?”

The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law. But thanks be to God! He gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ. 

The ripples of the resurrection were seen in the supernatural raising of certain believers near Calvary. They were symbolic of the eventual, final resurrection of all people. But they were a selected few, taken only from the believers in God.

It is popular on Easter to think that Jesus’ triumph over the devil, death, and the grave means salvation for all people. Yet Jesus did not teach that. He taught in John 5 that all in the graves will hear His voice, but not all will rise to live. Only those who have “done good” will live eternally. What does that mean? We see from a conversation Jesus had with the Jews in John 6:28-29, 

Then they asked him, “What must we do to do the works God requires?”

Jesus answered, “The work of God is this: to believe in the one he has sent.” 
The message of Easter is truly good news—the best news ever delivered to man. It provides hope to all men, but provides eternal life only to those who put their trust in the Victor over death and the grave.
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